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There is mounting pressure from customers of higher education to close the widening gap 
between their expectations of institutional performance and their perceived quality of the actual 
service performance. In view of this development, the researchers engaged in a study of 
evaluating the perceptions of the E-PJJ (Pengajian Jarak Jauh) students towards services offered 
by the Distance Learning Programme at Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM), Dungun campus, 
Terengganu. The researchers conducted the research based on the SERVQUAL model proposed 
by Parasuraman et al. (1988) that suggests that a service quality consists of five dimensions, 
namely Tangibility, Reliability, Responsiveness, Assurance and Empathy. Based on this model, 
the researchers evaluated the gap between the expectations and the perceived quality of the 
students towards the five service quality dimensions hoping to discover which service 
dimensions that may require improvement. A sample of 57 students was chosen from a total 
population of 77 students. Respondents were given questionnaires requiring them to evaluate 
their expectations with regard to services provided by UiTM and their perceptions of the actual 
service experience. The researchers discovered that even though there are gaps between the 
expectations of the students with their actual experience of receiving the service (perceptions) on 
all five-service dimensions, the majority show a high degree of satisfaction towards the service 




In the current economic climate, university departments and course managers may seriously 
reflect on the issue of service quality (Cuthbert, 1996). This has come about because of two 
reasons. The first reason is that the expansion phase in higher education has now ended and there 
is real competition among students. Where there is competition, the quality of the service 
experience becomes an important factor in buyers’ decision making (Bateson, 1995). Students 
report that word-of-mouth recommendation plays a big role in their choice of institution, and 
course managers are in a key position to influence customers’ perceptions. The second reason is 
that the university quality assurance systems place emphasis on the students’ experience as one 
of the assessment criteria (Higher Education Quality Committee, 1995). This is a reason for the 
public higher learning institutions such as Universiti Teknologi MARA to evaluate and discover 
their level of service quality not only to full time students but also to part-time students. This 
paper aims at looking into the difference between the expectations of the EPJJ students at UiTM 
Dungun campus and their perceptions on their actual service experienced. 
 
Distance Learning in UiTM 
 
With the establishment of the first distance learning in Malaysia at Universiti Sains Malaysia, 
UiTM (formerly known as Institut Teknologi MARA prior to October 1999) followed suit to 
become the second public higher learning institution in Malaysia to put forward their own 
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distance learning program in 1990 by offering diploma programs in Public Administration, 
Banking and Business studies (Hamidah J. 1991, cited in Sharifah Alwiah, 1996). In the early 
1990s, the distance program at UiTM used manual and tape recorder as a mode of learning. Since 
December 1998, the university has introduced computers and Internet as a mode of teaching and 
learning for its distance-learning programme. 
 
The history of distance learning programme at Universiti Teknologi MARA (known as Institut 
Teknologi MARA then) dated back as early as 1973 when it was established under the Kajian 
Luar Kampus, or the Off-Campus School. In 1990, the school was renamed the Centre for 
External Education and in 1996, the centre was later known as the Centre for Continuing 
Education. With strenuous efforts by the government to promote learning via the Internet, the 
centre started offering programmes via e learning. As of September 2001, the centre was 
addressed as the Education Development Centre (EDC), where the Affiliated Programmes and 
the Short Term Programmes were put under its wing (Mohd Rashidee, 2003).  At present, the 
Distance Learning Programme is known as the Continuing Education Programme (CEP) and 
starting from January 2004, the centre has become the Institute of Education Development 
(InEd). Since its establishment, InEd has successfully produced more than 3000 alumni. 
 
Quality and Service  
 
In general, quality is an objective measurement in manufacturing and a subjective one in the 
service sector (Pariseau and McDaniel, 1997). The term “quality” gives different meanings to 
different people (Ghobadian et al. 1994). Ghobadian et al. (1994) classify the definition of 
quality into five broad categories as transcendent; product led; process or supply led; customer 
led, and value led. Ghobadian et al. (1994) provide a specific definition on quality on a service, 
which is a measure of the extent to which the service delivered, meets the customer’s 
expectations. The perception of quality is influenced not only by the service outcome but also by 
the service process. The perceived quality lies along a continuum. Unacceptable quality lies at 
one end of this continuum while the ideal quality lies at the other end. The points in-between 
represent different gradations of quality. In addition, numerous researchers and scholars agreed 
that in today’s world of fierce competition, focusing on quality service is a key for survival and 
success (Parasuraman et al 1985; Reichheld and Sasser, 1990; Zeithmal et al 1990). Service 
quality has proven to be apparently related to costs (Crosby, 1980), profitability (Rust and 
Zahorik, 1993), customer satisfaction (Bolton and Drew, 1991), customer retention (Reichheld 
and Sasser, 1990) and positive word of mouth. The later work on SERVQUAL by Parasuraman 
et al (1988) sought to develop a general instrument for measuring service quality. They identified 
five dimensions of service quality (three original and two combined dimensions).  They 
suggested the following labels and concise definitions for the dimensions. 
 
a) Tangibles: Physical facilities, equipment, and appearance of personnel 
b) Reliability: Ability to perform the promised service dependably and accurately 
c) Responsiveness: Willingness to help customers and provide prompt service 
d) Assurance: Knowledge and courtesy of employees and their ability to inspire trust 
and confidence 
e) Empathy: Caring individualised attention the firm provides its customers 
 
Measuring Service Quality 
 
Parasuraman et al. (1985, 1988) and Zeithaml et al. (1990) developed a measure of service 
quality derived from data on a number of services. The earlier work on this area yielded 10 
dimensions of service quality that included tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, competence, 
courtesy, credibility, security, access, communication and understanding the customer. Later, this 
measure was refined and resulted in the emergence of the 22-item scale, called ‘SERVQUAL’. It 
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measures service quality based on five dimensions namely, tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, 
assurance and empathy. The authors proposed that service quality can be measured by looking at 
the degree of discrepancy between customers’ normative expectations for the service and their 
perceptions of the service performance. Since its development, SERVQUAL has been widely 
used in a variety of industrial, commercial and non-profit settings. The SERVQUAL model is 
best known for its definitions of gaps between customers’ expectations and perceptions.   
 
Out of the five gaps identified in the model, only Gap 5 or the understanding gap is the 
researcher’s concentration since both parties; the management and the customers must work hand 
in hand with each other in ensuring the quality of the service rendered. The management must 
truly understand the customers’ expectations before devising any strategy or policy. The 
satisfaction gap, as defined by Parasuraman et al., (1988) is the discrepancy between customer’s 
expected service and perceived service delivered. They further add that customers’ expectations 
are influenced by past experience, personal needs and word of mouth communications. The five 
gaps are featured in figure 1. 
 
Service Quality in Distance Education 
 
A quality online learning experience is one that provides flexibility and reliable technology. The 
heart of high-quality, online learning is flexibility. Flexibility not only includes the choice of 
time and place, but it should include options for face-to-face interaction. There is also the added 
flexibility of pace choosing to go fast or slow, tackling a lot or just a small segment at any one 
time. Some students were very aware of what they needed to learn, and for some, the online 
mode provided an environment in which they could undertake the learning they wished (Cashion 
and Palmieri, 2000).  They also pointed out that a reliable technology that works at an acceptable 
speed is essential to ensure satisfactory and effective online learning experiences.  
 
In addition, encouragements, good responses, clear instruction and answering queries promptly 
and constructively from the educators are crucial in delivering a quality online learning. 
Educators’ interaction with students is also a key ingredient. When students received individual, 
speedy feedback they were delighted with the experience. When the educators did not provide 
feedback or took too long to respond, then they may feel that the quality is lacking. Quality is 
achieved when there is a match between the learning experience and the learner’s expectations. 
While the online medium provides the potential for high-quality learning experiences, standards 
are necessary to ensure this, including those relating to assessment and timely feedback. Cashion 
and Palmieri (2000), conclude that online education provides an enormously flexible medium to 
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OBJECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH 
 
There are several objectives of this study. They are: 
 
a) To identify the gap between the services expected by the students of the Distance 
Education Programme and the actual services experienced by them. 
 
b) To evaluate the level of satisfaction towards the services offered by the Distance 
Learning Programme at UiTM Dungun.  
 
c) To assist the management of UiTM and the relevant authority to enhance the Quality 




In this study, it is important to focus on several aspects concerning service quality that can be 
measured. The study is concerned with the perceptions of students in the Distance Learning 
Programme (E-PJJ) on service quality at UiTM Dungun and the expectations of service quality 
that should be provided by the Continuing Education Programme at Universiti Teknologi MARA 
Dungun Campus. In line with the research objectives, perceptions and expectations of EPJJ and 
PJJ students towards the service quality provided by the InED at UiTM Dungun are determined. 
The theoretical framework of service quality conceptualised by Parasuraman et al. (1988) are 
used in this study. There are five dimensions of service quality, which include assurance, 
responsiveness, empathy, reliability and tangibles that can be applied in online distance learning. 




The theoretical framework of service quality conceptualised by Parasuraman et.al (1988) is used 
in this study. The five dimensions stated in the framework are tangibility, reliability, 
responsiveness, assurance and empathy. A sample of 66 students was chosen from a total 
population of 70 students. Questionnaires were distributed during their class breaks. However, 
only 57 questionnaires were returned.  Questionnaires were constructed with the objective of 
determining whether there are any gaps between the “expectations” and “perceptions” of the E-
PJJ students. The gaps are expected to be in three scenarios. They can either be positive or 
negative and of no gaps. Questions were further asked regarding their overall satisfaction 
towards the service quality at UiTM Dungun. The data are analysed using paired sample T-Test 




Two main analyses are used to examine the gaps analysis. Descriptive analysis is used to look at 
differences of the mean value of all the components of the service quality dimensions. Since the 
variables (components in the service quality dimensions) exhibit a normal distribution, the Paired 
Sample T-Test is chosen for the second analysis. The test helps to identify whether there is any 
difference in the distribution of the expectations and perceptions of students for each component 
in the service quality dimensions. A 7-point Likert scale is used in the questionnaires and from 
the score; the mean values of both expectations and perceptions for each component in the 
service dimension are computed. The difference in mean values shows the overall gap 
(Perceptions minus Expectations) of each component and the gap reveals that the perceptions of 
students are lower than their expectations for all components of the service quality dimensions. 
Results are shown in table 1. 
 5
 














































Appealing Materials (Such 
as Study Manuals) 































5.3846 -0.4423 0.073 































Students Know When 









Providing Prompt Service 4.7455 5.0727 -0.3272 0.189 
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  * Significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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The paired sample test in table 1 also reveals that some dimensions exhibit a significant 
difference between the expectations of students and their perceptions. This is shown by the 
significant values of less than 0.05 and the dimensions that reveal significant gaps are 
“Appealing Materials Associated with the Service,” “Providing Services at Time Promised,” 
“Students Know When Service Will be Performed,” “Never Busy to Respond to Students’ 
Requests,” Instil Confidence in Students,” Consistently Courteous with Students,” and “Having 




The general satisfaction level of the students in the programme is also analysed. From a 
Likert scale between 1 and 7, where 1 indicates that the students and extremely 
dissatisfied and 7 indicates extreme satisfaction, the majority of students or 17 of them 
are satisfied with the services provided by UiTM Dungun. Those that are very satisfied 
or 14 students follow this. Five students are extremely satisfied with the services they 
received and eight students are neither satisfied nor dissatisfied. The remaining 12 
students are not satisfied with the services received from UiTM Dungun. This ranges 
from “dissatisfied” to “extremely dissatisfied”. The general satisfaction level also 
indicates that on average the students are satisfied with the services that they received 
from the Continuing Education Programme at UiTM Dungun. This is shown by the mean 
value of 4.6964. All results are shown in table 2 and 3 below.  
 
Table 2: The General Satisfaction Level of Students towards the Services Received from UiTM 
Dungun 
 




Dissatisfied 3 5.3 5.4 5.4 
Very Dissatisfied 3 5.3 5.4 10.7 
Dissatisfied 6 10.5 10.7 21.4 
Neutral 8 14.0 14.3 35.7 
Satisfied 17 29.8 30.4 66.1 
Very Satisfied 14 24.6 25.0 91.1 
Extremely 
Satisfied 5 8.8 8.9 100.0 
Valid 
Total 56 98.2 100.0  
Missing System 1 1.8   
Total 57 100.0   
 
  
Table 3: Statistics of Students’ General Satisfaction Level 
  
Number of Students 56 
Missing Value 1 
Mean      4.70 









A correlation analysis is also performed between the general satisfactions and the mean 
gaps (perceptions minus expectations) for all five-service quality dimensions, i.e. 
tangibility, reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy. Results of the test 
indicates that there is a positive and linear relationship between the gaps and the overall 
satisfaction level of students in the Distance Learning programme at UiTM Dungun. This 
is shown by the significant value of less than 0.05. This indicates that as the gaps become 
more positive (Perception higher than Expectation), the satisfaction level would also 
increase.  However, the Pearson Correlation also indicates that the mean gaps (perception 
minus expectations) in Tangibility and Responsiveness have a low correlation with the 
overall satisfaction level as shown by the correlation value of 0.355 and 0.486 
respectively. The correlation value of 0.521, 0.533, and 0.548 for Reliability, Empathy, 
and Assurance indicates that the variable have a moderate correlation with the students’ 
overall satisfaction level. These results can be observed in table 4.  
 
Table 4: Correlations Analysis between General satisfaction Level and the Mean Gap of the 
Five Service Quality Dimensions 
 



















Correlation 0.355(**) 0.521(**) 0.486(**) 0.533(**) 0.548(**) 












   
Number of 
Respondent 
55 55 55 54 54 
 
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 
 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
It is clear from the analysis that there is significant difference between the expectations 
and the perceptions of students towards the actual services delivered by departments 
operating at UiTM Dungun. The Paired Sample T-Test revealed that a substantial 
number of students experienced significant negative gaps in seven variables of the 
service quality dimensions. This finding indicates that the workforce at UiTM Dungun 
has failed to meet or exceed the students’ expectations for some of the variables in the 
components of the service quality dimensions. As such the employees have much to do 
in improving their services to at least match the expectations of students that are unique, 
complex and unpredictable. No doubt, it is a daunting task but it has to be done to ensure 
a high satisfaction level. In this light, the authors would like to offer some 
recommendations that may assist the management in enhancing the services. First and 
foremost, a service quality audit should be conducted on an annual basis. The main 
purpose of conducting this audit is to assess the quality of the students’ experiences 
focusing on issues such as physical facilities, care and attention given by service 
providers, safety and security, after-hour on-line interaction, speed of delivery, courtesy 
and politeness of staff (lecturers) and so on. The results from the auditing process can be 
communicated to the management of UiTM Dungun. Another effective approach to 
enhance the service quality at UiTM Dungun is to provide comprehensive training to 
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employees, especially for those who interact directly with the students. Training should 
focus on areas such as communication and interpersonal skills, ethics, motivation and so 
on. The training should be conducted on a regular basis and reviewed from time to time. 
In this training, important feedback from employees can be used to improve future 
training. Those attending the training should also be evaluated in a consistent manner 
using measurable specifications.  
 
In addition, face-to-face interaction alongside the online medium is very important. 
Cashion and Palmieri (2000) mention that one student identified that an on-line 
education should contain elements such as a highly interactive course that has a good 
balance between online and face to-face, teachers that are resourceful and responsive and 
are easily accessible online and offline and clearly laid out program and assessment. 
 
Comments from students reveal that physical facilities are the number one priority of the 
students. Hence, physical facilities such as toilet, rest area, eating premises and a place 
for prayer must be improved, enhanced and up-graded. A more important issue is the 
maintenance of these facilities. Issues such as cleanliness, tidiness, durability, reliable 
supply of water and electricity should be a priority to the management. Another pressing 
issue is the lack of updated study manuals. The Institute of Education Development 
(InEd) in Shah Alam, which is the authority that controls the production of manuals, 
should overcome this problem by loosening their bureaucracy in publishing the manuals. 
Lecturers from branch campuses should be given the opportunity to write manuals and 
publish them at the branch campuses.  
 
Finally, the Perceived Quality such as images, advertising, brand names and inferences 
about quality are critical (O’Neill and Black, 1996). Reputation and precise 
communication are very important. Students attending UiTM Dungun should have 
accurate information on the type, volume and quality of services available. Coupled with 
flexibility, this will hopefully ensures that the right services are delivered at the right 
time and place, with affordable fees. Thus no false expectations are created in the minds 
of students. While the quest for quality is obviously a continuous and difficult process, it 
is vital that the continuity of the Distance Learning Programme at UiTM Dungun is not 
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